First record of Sooty Gull Larus hemprichii for Seychelles 
Frankie E. Hobro“ and Teresa Catry” 


Première mention du Goéland d’Hemprich Larus hemprichii pour les Seychelles. Un Goéland 
d Hemprich Larus hemprichii a été observé à deux reprises sur la plage d’Aride, Seychelles, le 29 
août 2005. Cette mention a été acceptée comme la première pour le pays par le Comité 


d’ Homologation Seychellois. 


n 29 August 2005 at 12.30 hrs we, the Aride 

Island Science and Administration Officer 
FEH and visiting researcher TC, observed an 
unusual bird on the southern beach of Aride 
Island Nature Reserve, the most northerly of the 
granitic islands in Seychelles. The bird was wan- 
dering towards the tideline at a distance of ¢.30 m. 
It was larger and considerably stockier than the 
Brown Anous stolidus and Lesser Noddies A. 
tenuirostris nearby and had a very obvious dark 
head and back. We both recognised it immediate- 
ly as a species of gull, being familiar with Larus in 
Europe and elsewhere. 

Upon observation through binoculars, several 
distinctive features were noted, in particular the 
red-tipped yellow bill, white eye-ring and pale col- 
lar, which did not extend to the breast, but termi- 
nated on the neck-sides. The bird was identified as 
a Sooty Gull Larus hemprichii through reference to 
Harrison (1985) and Maclean (1993). Aride 
ranger Francis Salomon and volunteer George 
Stoyle, who briefly observed the bird when it was 
initially sighted, both agreed with the 
identification. 

The gull was located again between 14.00 and 
15.00 hrs the same day, at the western end of 
Aride beach, but flew off east before it could be 
photographed; the bird was not seen again. Its tail 
was seen to be completely white above, contrasting 


starkly with the dark back and wings. 


Description and identification 

A medium-sized, mostly sooty-brown gull with a 
blackish hood, extending as a bib onto the grey 
breast. White hindneck extending to neck-sides. 
White crescent above and a smaller, fainter cres- 
cent below the eye. Mantle and back brownish 
grey; rump, uppertail-coverts and tail white. Belly 
mainly white. Wings sooty brown, with black tips 
to the primaries and a white trailing edge. Bill yel- 
low with a red tip; legs yellow. 
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The bird was an adult in full breeding 
plumage: non-breeding adults have a duller head, 
the collar on the hindneck less defined or lacking, 
and duller bare parts (Löfgren 1984). It was sepa- 
rated from adult Black-headed Gull Larus ridibun- 
dus, the only somewhat similar-sized gull previ- 
ously to have occurred in the Seychelles (Skerrett et 
al. 2001) by its yellow bill and legs, and darker 
back (Maclean 1993), and from the larger Great 
Black-headed Gull L. ichthyaetus in adult breeding 
plumage by its much darker upperparts, greyish 
breast, and hood extending onto the breast as a bib 


(Harrison 1985). 


Status and distribution 

Sooty Gull breeds in the southern Red Sea, from 
Jeddah to the Gulf of Aden, and the Persian Gulf 
as far as Pakistan, and locally along the coast of 
east Somalia to northernmost Kenya (on the 
Kiunga islets: Zimmerman et al. 1996). It is pres- 
ent off the Arabian coast year-round, although 
increasing numbers migrate south to Kenya and 
Tanzania, where peak totals occur in 
October—May (Harrison 1985, Olsen & Larsson 
2003). Egg laying occurs mainly in July-August 
(Meinertzhagen 1954), which may explain the 
presence of an adult in full breeding plumage in 
August, although the breeding season in the 
Middle East is prolonged, extending from at least 
April to November (Jennings 1995), and the small 
numbers breeding in Kenya nest mainly in 
July—October (Zimmerman et al. 1996). Vagrancy 
is well established in Sooty Gull, with records 
from as far north as Lebanon and south-east to the 
Maldives and Sri Lanka (Olsen & Larsson 2003), 
and an inland record from Kenya (Lewis & 
Pomeroy 1989). The Seychelles Bird Records 
Committee (SBRC) has accepted the record as the 
first for the country. 
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